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The Circumstances Surrounding the Conversion of Utaki and Uganju into Shinto
Shrines in the Shinto History of Modern Okinawa Shrines

Abstract : The Shinto history of modern Okinawa shrines corresponds to the history of the
national government and Okinawa Prefecture’s policy on worship in Ryukyu, or Okinawa. The
religious policy began with the Ryukyu disposal process involving the establishment of the
Ryukyu han (feudal clan) in 1872 and the subsequent conversion of Okinawa into a Japanese
province in 1879. Continuing for 72 years after the Ryukyu disposal, and 65 years after the
establishment of Okinawa Prefecture, the policy culminated in the 1943 drafting of “Okinawa-ken
Jinja Soritsu Keikakuan (Okinawa Prefecture Shrine Creation Plan),” a plan that included the

conversion of utaki and uganju (Okinawan places of worship) into Shinto shrines, the introduction
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of a parishioner system, and the establishment of ken sha (prefectural shrines) and go sha

(township shrines).

From the beginning of the Meiji period, utaki and uganju were statistically identified as “unranked
shrines” and not classified separately from shrines in the rest of Japan based on the rationale of
Nichiryu Dosoron, a theory stating that Ryukyu and Japan shared the same ancestry, and on
the notion arising from this theory that utaki and uganju carried the characteristics of an early

form of shrines found in mainland Japan.

It can be argued that the policy on worship featured three phases. The first phase ended in
1890 when the government decided to assign the kanpei shosha rank to Naminouegu Shrine.
The second phase included the conversion of utaki and uganju into shrines (legislated in October
1901), followed by the creation of prefectural and village shrines (based on the 1910 “Statement
of Reasons for the Construction of Ken sha and Son sha”) through the consolidation of various
utaki and uganju using the shrine organization approach taken in mainland Japan beginning in
1906. The second phase also saw the abolition of clergy stipends in connection with the
enactment in 1910 of “Okinawaken shoroku shobunho (Act of Abolition of Various Government

»

Stipends in Okinawa Prefecture)

After a series of trial and error during the Taisho and early Showa periods, the policy on
worship in Okinawa entered its third and final phase marked by the drafting of the Okinawa
Prefecture Shrine Creation Plan. This plan included the “one shrine per village policy” under
which utaki and uganju were converted into shrines, with the primary deity being the Sun
Goddess Amaterasu Omikami and the secondary deity being local deities blended into one god
and named the “so-and-so utaki deity,” as well as the creation of go sha and ken sha in the five

districts of Shimajiri, Nakagami, Kunigami, Miyako, and Yaeyama.

These final steps represented the concrete manifestation of past policy measures that relied on
“Mukakusha seibi ni kansuru yoko (Summary of the Organization of Unranked Shrines),” a
report by the Council for the Study of the Shrine System submitted to the Minister of Interior
in July 1942.

As explained above, the Shinto history of modern Okinawa shrines can be divided into three
stages, with each stage linked to government policies. Among the proposed theories examining
the Shinto history of modern Okinawa shrines, this paper entitled “The Circumstances
Surrounding the Conversion of Utaki and Uganju into Shinto Shrines in the Shinto History of
Modern Okinawa Shrines” discusses the first and second stages, starting with the incorporation
of Ryukyu shrines into the kansha ranks in January 1873, with the assignment of Naminouegu
Shrine to the kanpei shosha rank in 1890, and concluding with the 1910 enactment of the Act of
Abolition of Various Government Stipends in Okinawa Prefecture, which included the campaign
to streamline temples and shrines (and create ken sha and son sha), signaling the end of kyukan

onzon (a policy to preserve feudal practices in Okinawa).
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